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Taylor: The Great War: A Photographic Essay

THE GREAT WAR: A PHOTO ESSAY
by Robert A. Taylor

On April 6, 1917, the United States entered the “war to end all wars.” However, there was little
agreement at the time as to why the country should declare war on Germany. President Woodrow
Wilson, reelected in 1916 with the campaign slogan, “He Kept Us Out of War,” stated that the
United States had been pushed from neutrality to conflict by German provocations. While
unrestricted submarine warfare and the Zimmermann telegram were galling, British warships had
also violated American neutral rights at sea. Nevertheless, despite the divided loyalties of many
German and Irish immigrants, American hearts and minds tended to identify with the British and
French. Moreover, the financial interests of numerous American bankers and businessmen were
linked to the fate of the Allies.
Whether based on national honor or national interest, the United States’ declaration of war
committed the country to the Allies’ cause. Lasting nineteen months, American participation in
World War I cost $46 million per day and left the country with a debt that was twenty times the
federal debt in 1916. The war also cost the nation 123,547 dead and 231,722 wounded.
Florida, under the flamboyant Governor Sidney J. Catts, responded to Wilson’s call for a
crusade to make the world safe for democracy. On April 8, 1917, the Florida Naval Militia was
called into service and quickly dispatched to Charleston, South Carolina. Shipyards in Tampa
contracted to build twenty-three steel ships and four wooden cargo carriers for the burgeoning
maritime trade. People sang, “I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier,” while the state began to
mobilize and put itself on a war footing. Three hundred men from Tampa’s Cuban Club entered
military service in the hope of proving their loyalty to their adopted country.
Despite its comparatively small population, Florida sent 33,331 men into the ranks of the
armed forces. Almost 70 percent of those called for duty through conscription were accepted by
the military, and Florida men made up .9 percent of the total number of Americans who served.
Most of these recruits from the Tampa Bay area were sent to places like Camp Joseph Wheeler
in Georgia and Camp Jackson near Columbia, South Carolina, for their basic training. Then
many boarded troopships for the voyage to France. Upon arriving “over there,” they were moved
into the front lines, or over the front if they were flyers in the Aero Corps. As two out of every
three sent to France saw action, many men from the Sunshine State were tested in the crucible of
combat. Floridians won eighteen Distinguished Service Crosses for gallantry at places like
Chateau-Thierry and the Argonne. Over one thousand died in action during the war. Diseases
spawned by the trenches cut down many more of the “doughboys.”
On the homefront civilians also did their part. The economy of the Tampa Bay region had
taken a slight downturn early in the war due to the loss of overseas markets for exports such as
phosphate products. American entry into the conflict brought a scarcity of some consumer goods,
and rising food prices made it easy for citizens to observe “meatless” and “wheatless” days in
support of the war. Billboards proclaimed that “Food Will Win the War,” and the federal Food
Administration urged voluntary conservation. Liberty Loan and Red Cross drives gave the
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population the means to feel that they, too, were participants in the struggle against Germany,
which was represented as an evil empire under Kaiser Wilhelm and the “Huns.” Even children
helped do their part by gathering peach pits for use in the manufacture of gas masks for soldiers
at the front.
Sometimes homefront zeal led to paranoia and nativism with accompanying hostility and mob
violence. Americans of German descent and recent, immigrants generally served as targets for
outbursts of hatred aroused by wartime propaganda. Courses in German language and literature
were dropped by many schools. German spies and saboteurs were believed to represent a real
threat even though not a single one was ever located. Patriotic citizens also harassed so-called
“slackers,” who were Americans charged with failing to do their fair share to support the war.
Anyone brave enough to criticize the war was suspected of being an agent of the Kaiser, and the
Justice Department was given broad powers to prosecute espionage and sedition which came to
include any criticism of the war, the government or its allies. Even the signing of the Armistice
on November 11, 1918, did not end the domestic turmoil created by the war.
Nevertheless, the Great War had several positive effects on the development of modern
Florida. Farmers temporarily enjoyed unheard-of profits for their crops during the war.
Victorious veterans, such as Sumter L. Lowry and Spessard L. Holland, returned home and
became leading citizens in their communities. Many of the thousands of servicemen stationed in
Florida returned after demobilization to become part of the boom of the 1920s. Winter tourists,
who had visited the Sunshine State during the war because their favorite European vacation spots
were inaccessible, kept on coming after the armistice. While by 1920 many Americans yearned
for the simpler world that had existed before the Great War, there would be no return to
normalcy for Florida or the nation as a whole.
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Upon entering World War I, the United States initially relied on volunteer enlistments
to recruit men who were asked to defend basic values like motherhood.
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The Navy appealed to men of action who
wanted to make history by fighting for the flag
and liberty.

Some of the first American troops sent to
Europe came from state militias. Captain
Sumter L. Lowry of Tampa commanded
Company H of the Second Florida Infantry
which served in France after active duty in
Mexico during 1916.
Photograph from Ole 93 bySumter L. Lowry.
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The Third Division, First Battalion, of the Florida Naval Militia left for active duty on April 8,
1917, two days after the U.S. declaration of war. Before departing for Charleston, South
Carolina, the group posed in front of Militia Headquarters, previously the Sarasota Yacht and
Automobile Club.
Photograph courtesy of Sarasota County Historical Archives.

Pinellas County men called to duty stand at attention for the first time. The Selective Service
System began conscripting men in June, 1917.
Photograph courtesy of Pinellas County Historical Museum.
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On September 19, 1917, draftees gathered at the Tampa intersection of Lafayette Street (today’s
Kennedy Boulevard) and Franklin Street for a send-off parade in their honor.
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

A Tampa parade honoring draftees as it moved along Zack Street on September 1917.
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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State militiamen from the Lakeland area marching down Main Street toward the railroad
station in September, 1917. The men were on their way to Camp Wheeler in Georgia for
training prior to embarkation for Europe.
Photograph from Yesterday’s Polk County by Louise K. Frisbie.

Many airmen who served in World War I trained in Florida since the weather was so
dependable. The Army established this training facility at Carlstrom Field in Arcadia.
Photograph from Yesterday’s Florida by Nixon Smiley.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1986

7

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 8 [1986], Iss. 1, Art. 6

An encampment of troops at Whitted Airport in the heart of St. Petersburg made training a
common sight for local residents who gathered here to watch the flight of a blimp.
Photograph courtesy of Pinellas County Historical Museum.

A military blimp hovering above Whitted Airport in the heart of St. Petersburg demonstrated
some of the danger involved in fighting “modern” warfare.
Photograph courtesy of Pinellas County Historical Museum.
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Many people who were exempt from the military draft donned uniforms nevertheless. The
Sarasota Girls Naval Militia, trained by Drill Master Henry Grinton, appeared at parades and
other patriotic events during the war. On July 2, 1917, they posed in front of the Sarasota’s
Women’s Club.
Photograph courtesy of Sarasota County Historical Archives.

Lakeland High School cadets drilled on campus under the command of their principal, Major
Charles M. Jones, a graduate of West Point.
Photograph from Yesterday’s Lakeland by Hampton Dunn.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1986

9

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 8 [1986], Iss. 1, Art. 6

The Home Guards were paramilitary units of volunteers who were organized by local
governments to police the homefront during the war. As this view of the Lakeland Home
Guards shows, many of the men were exempt from military service because of their age.
Photograph from Yesterday’s Lakeland by Hampton Dunn.

Pinellas County Home Guards posed on the steps of the county courthouse.
Photograph courtesy of Pinellas County Historical Museum.
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The local economy was stimulated by wartime spending for military training and war materiel.
In 1917, the Tampa Dock Company began construction of ships for the war effort. The Ybor
Channel is in the background.
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

The Lithopolis, the first steel ship built for the war in Tampa, was finally towed out of port in
December, 1918, a month after the armistice.
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Relying heavily on voluntary measures to finance the war, the federal government
issued bonds that were sold to the public. The five loan campaigns, including four
“Liberty Loans,” paid two-thirds of the war's cost, whereas taxes accounted for only
one-third.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol8/iss1/6

12

Taylor: The Great War: A Photographic Essay

The campaigns for war bonds tried to rally everyone on the homefront, including
women and children, behind the crusade to defend liberty.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1986

13

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 8 [1986], Iss. 1, Art. 6

A “liberty parade” on July 4, 1918, drew a crowd of spectators who lined Tampa’s Franklin
Street to show their support for the war.
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

A regiment from St. Petersburg marching in a wartime parade along Central Avenue.
Photograph courtesy of Pinellas County Historical Museum.
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A group of patriotic Pinellas County residents posed with an eagle and the flags of the Allies –
Great Britain, France and the United States.
Photograph courtesy of Pinellas County Historical Museum.

Tampa’s German-American Club (shown here on a postcard with its president superimposed)
was closed down at the beginning of the war by super-patriots who had little sympathy for
“hyphenated Americans.” German-Americans never returned to the building which still stands
on Nebraska Avenue in Ybor City.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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Rather than resort to forced rationing, the government promoted voluntary conservation.
The U.S. Food Administration, headed by Herbert Hoover, sold its message through poster
art.
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This plea for books undoubtedly served to
reassure mothers and wives about what their
loved-ones did in their spare time.

Over 1,000 Floridians never returned from
“over there.” Leslie E. Collier, the first
Highlands County man killed in the war, died
in France on August 8, 1918, a few days before
his nineteenth birthday. Sebring’s American
Legion Post was named for him. Photograph
from The Fifty Years of Sebring, 1912-1962.
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After the armistice on November 11, 1918, Americans celebrated the end of the fighting. A 1918
parade in Sarasota welcomed local boys home. The flag pole on the right was erected at
Five-Points in 1917 in honor of Sarasota servicemen.
Photograph courtesy of Sarasota County Historical Archives.

Sarasota’s first Armistice Day parade in 1919 marked the anniversary of the end of World War
I. The national holiday, now Veterans’ Day, long served as a reminder of the price Americans
paid in the Great War.
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